economic and political institutions under the Berisha administration since then and the extent to which EU acquis norms have been embraced.
ECONOMIC FUNDAMENTALS AND THE EU ECONOMIC CRITERIA
The European Union intervened quite late in Albania compared to the other postcommunist countries, and its interest was primarily to ensure security and stability.
Subsequently Albania has been the beneficiary of the largest amount of EU funding amongst the Western Balkan countries, first through a ten year PHARE programme accompanied the transition to democracy in the early 1990s, and, even more spectacularly, the 1997 crisis. Simply put, Albania has faced problems of both nature and magnitude quite unlike anything experienced in neighbouring countries. It has had to re-build its economy on very shaky foundations and where the legacy of the past weighs heavily on many economic sectors.
Economic growth and macroeconomic fundamentals in Albania since 1991
Albania's transition to an economy dominated by market forces has been slow and contested. Nevertheless some familiar elements can be identified. Massive price liberalisation, large-scale cuts in subsidies for insolvent state owned enterprises, rapid privatisation and some efforts at land reform provided the necessary stimulus for an economic recovery in the aftermath of the collapse of communism. In the first years 11 The French acronym for the programme 'Poland Albania's economic consolidation is also reflected in figures for per capita output ( inflation has largely been contained, averaging only 2.5 per cent over the past 5
years. 16 Thus we can say authoritatively that Albania's macro economy has decisively turned a corner and now appears ready to reap the benefits of an accelerated relationship with the EU. Albanian agri-business sector in particular has suffered major losses.
Albania currently provides much of the low cost 'labour force' of Italy and Greece, its major trading partners, but the terms of trade are not favourable to Albania. Instead, its relative trade dependency and the lack of sufficient technology transfer keeps the country trapped in a cycle of low intensive production, without further development of the agricultural or industrial sector. Currently more than half of its GDP derives from trade (mainly textile exports) and the services sector (particularly construction). 
Capacity building through Structural Aid Programmes
In Albania, as in other SAA and accession candidate states, EU activity has focused on a distinctive combination of capacity building (carrots) and conditionality (sticks).
Capacity-building, designed to stoke competitiveness and encourage investment, has evolved through different instruments including EBRD loans and EIB investment. As significant as the financial dimension to EU capacity-building efforts has been the nascent emphasis on supporting the SAA and applicant country efforts to transpose the acquis. Where in the early and mid 1990s the PHARE programme was mainly focused on building and renewing physical infrastructure, the CARDS programme produced a significant change of emphasis, focusing on judicial reform and building administrative capacity, in accordance with the SAP objectives. The IPA will focus on the following sectors: Transition Assistance and Institution Building, regional and cross-border cooperation, regional development, human resources development, and rural development. This regional assistance programme shows that the emphasis is now firmly on the quality of the management of the financial aid and on delivery of accession-related results rather than the level of the aid itself. The EU demonstrates an increased preoccupation with good governance, the rule of law and effective public administration as the cornerstones of Albania's European partnership; EU capacitybuilding efforts are all designed to support and enhance Albanian reform efforts.
THE POLITICAL SYSTEM AND EU POLITICAL CRITERIA
This section analyses the political criteria laid down by the EU for membership of the Union and the extent of progress made by Albania in recent years. At the outset of the eastern enlargement round in the early 1990s the EU introduced a rather loose set of political conditions for prospective member states, including the achievement of stable institutions that guaranteed democracy, the rule of law, human rights, and respect for and protection of minority rights. 28 Although the criteria have taken on an almost iconic character over the years, reflecting as they do the supposed core norms and values of the EU, the lack of precision in defining what constitute the terms of membership is still an important element of the process which candidate states have to reckon with. The EU as the 'regime-maker' within the enlargement process still retains a significant capacity for creative interpretation of the meaning of the criteria.
On the other hand, however, the eastern enlargement saw the European Commission put flesh on the bones of many of the criteria loosely grouped under the 'democracy and rule of law' rubric and this now constitutes an important informal rulebook so far as Albania and other would-be member states are concerned. Monitoring of commitments is much more invasive than ever before after the The second important consideration is specific to Albania itself. In Albania transition has been marked by an ongoing and destructive struggle for power between opposed and uncompromising political forces which has militated against the patterns of democratisation evident in Central and Eastern Europe being replicated. State capacity remains extremely weak and the gulf between the formal and substantive institutions and practices of democracy is more obvious (and its effects more pernicious) in Albania than its relationship with the European Union (gradual progress from TCA to SAA and an accession perspective) would suggest. Our analysis demonstrates that the EU's annual progress reports attempt a familiar balancing act between encouraging reform and insisting on compliance with EU norms. And whilst such a gap between performance and its interpretation was present throughout the eastern enlargement round, it is much more pronounced in Albania.
Democracy and the Rule of Law
The Over time, as Albania has come under greater scrutiny from the EU, such abuses have
undoubtedly reduced but still demonstrate significant deviation from European norms.
Even with improvements to the system a constant feature has been opposition challenges to the impartiality of the bodies in charge of the preparation of the elections which are perceived to be partisan toward the government. parliament arises as at least a temporary consequence both of domestic political infighting and external pressures toward compliance with EU standards.
Functional capacity within the public administration
There is no acquis in the field of public administration; therefore there are no legally defined EU requirements for Albania and other potential candidate states to comply with. However, one of the most serious concerns which arose during the eastern enlargement round was the issue of administrative capacity or the practical ability of candidate states to transpose and implement EU legislation. So whilst it is formally true that Albania is free to organize its public administration as it wishes and to adopt implementing measures of its choice, in practice its room for manoeuvre is much packages to sustained implementation of measures in order to achieve decisive change.
Corruption
At the forefront of the SAP framework for reform of public administration has been concern about the levels of corruption to be found in the western Balkans region.
Some of the most persistent complaints from candidate and SAP states focus on EU invasiveness in respect of corruption allegations and the hypocrisy of the EU position.
They point out that corruption is culture-neutral, takes many forms and is just as Irrespective of the context most scholars agree that the problem of corruption runs deep in Albania. It is a problem that has given rise to the widespread image of a country 'captured' by criminal interests which have managed to suborn political, social, and judicial processes, hampering much-needed reforms, and depriving citizens of an impartial rule of law. 56 In the early 1990s organized crime groups succeeded in instrumentalising local and national political actors with the result that organized crime 'seeped into every aspect of public life, bearing significant influence over political stability, rule of law, legality, and social and economic development. 57 .
Moreover, the economic impact of corruption in Albania is staggering. According to a commitment to the reform process will assume more centrality as the SAA process evolves: the janus-faced approach to corruption will have to be jettisoned if progress to an accession negotiation is to be achieved. 
CONCLUSIONS
For a greater part of its experience since the beginning of its transition Albania's progress in relations with the European Union followed bouts of localised crisis (The 1997 Pyramid events, the 1999 Kosovo War). 66 The EU pattern seemed to be one of continually reacting to events it perceived as threatening to regional stability, rather than embracing Albania in a practical way as a prospective future member state. In recent years, however, the relationship has become much more stable and predictable.
This has been largely as a result of the consolidation of democracy which has taken place in Albania, as well as the greater stability in the Western Balkans more generally. Progress has also been a reward for Albania's responsible attitude to 
